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Rom, Ram and Reason
Candice Carlile

The age of information has arrived. We in
public education are about to embark on a
voyage through some very treacherous,
uncharted water called computer education.
In most instances, this trip has been mandated
by our highly technological society and
higher educational bodies who proclaim that
the present system of education is
inadequate. We are being set asail for the
purpose of discovering a panacea for all of
our instructional ills. This article speaks to
both administrators and teachers in
providing a course of examining issues and
directions for this newest of educational
endeavors.

- The determination and measurement of
sound educational objectives
- The critical evaluation of software
before incorporation into the
instructional program
The factors which will be addressed in this
article, acceptance and cooperation of
teachers, determination and measurement of
objectives, and evaluation of software, are
perhaps the most important because they
ultimately determine the only means of
unlocking and opening the door to the future
of computers in education.

Boarding the Vessel
To what degree should teachers become
computer literate? The majority of our public
school systems are presently wrestling with
this question. Joseph Weizenbaum (1984), a
professor of computer science at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology,
addresses this issue by saying that everyone
need not know the mechanics of computer
language to be able to successfully deal with
the new technology. He sees computers as
becoming more and more invisible in our lives
as they assume the function of simply being
components in more complex instruments
which students and teachers will operate. On
the other hand, The Elementary and
Secondary Schools Subcommittee of the
Association for Computing Machinery (1981 ),
has identified specific competencies that they
feel should be required of every educator:
(l) The ability to read and write simple
computer programs
(2) Experience or training rn using
computers in education
(3) An awareness of the capacity and
limitations of computers

Plotting the Course
There are many factors which will
ultimately determine if the incorporation of
computers into education will result in a
tremendous step forward or a dismal fall
backward in providing meaningful
instructional experiences for kids. Here are a
few of these factors for consideration:
- Adequate funding for programs
- Teacher acceptance and cooperation
- Efficient management in scheduling
and use of computer time
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(4) A working knowledge of computer
technology and the history of
computer applications
(5) A basic understanding of the ethical
and social implications of using
computers.
So, how many hours of training and how
involved should teachers be expected to
become in working with the computer? I
suggest that teachers should make that
determination. Decisions should come after
careful consideration of the following
questions:
How comfortable do I feel teaching
with machines?
- Am I interested in learning more about
computers?
- Do I feel that the computer might be
able to help me meet the needs of some
students that I have been unable to
reach?
- How seriously is my school district
committing itself to the promotion of
computer education?
A national survey conducted in 1983
(Ingersoll, Smith and Elliot) indicated that a
majority of teachers, at all grade levels, had
favorable attitudes toward microcomputers
in the classroom. Allowing teachers a choice
as to their degree of involvement in the
program can only add to its chances of
success.

Setting Sail
We can't move forward if we don't know
where we're going. Once there is funding
available to operate and teachers willing to
implement, the most critical factor is that of
establishing a roadmap or set of objectives
for our program. Gary Donhardt (1984)
stresses that this cannot be done until a
philosophy of education is determined. One's
epistemological orientation will not only
determine what will comprise the
educational experience but also how the
material will be presented. To formulate a
philosophy in regard to computer education,
one might begin by answering the following
questions:
(1) What are the long range national and
state goals regarding computer education?
What adjustments must be made on a district
level to be in compliance with these goals?
(2) What is the established philosophy of

the school district regarding the
teaching/learning experience? Where
should the computer fit into this process? Will
it be necessary for the teacher's role to
change with the introduction of the computer
into this environment?
(3) Does the existing curriculum
emphasize teacher-centered or childcentered education? Should the computer be
used for discovery learning, motivational
techniques, transmission of information, drill
and practice, or all of the above?
(4) What expectations does the
community have of the school in regard to
computer education? Is simply making
children "literate" sufficient? What
responsibility does the school have in
promoting the future of our society?
These quesions and many more must be
considered before a comprehensive
philosophy of computer education can be
established for a school district. Only after
this step is taken can meaningful goals and
objectives be determined. With this,
curriculum evaluation procedures can be
established to provide continuous feedback
on the program so that it can be revised to
keep pace with rapidly changing research
and technology.
Stephan Chorover (1984) warns
educators about following an established
"recipe for disaster" in which they introduce
computers from the top down. The hardware
is chosen, software is ordered, teachers are
trained and then everyone tries to establish
the goals and objectives of the program. The
very last step is usually to look back at the
established system to try and figure out
whether it will indeed be helpful in meeting
these goals and objectives. He emphasizes,
that teachers and students should be involved
at all stages of the planning process when
establishing a computer education program.

Sink or Swim?
Whether teachers choose to be simply at
the user level of computer literacy or devote
hours after school writing programs, there is
one task which each must perform to insure
quality computer instruction. That task is the
one of critically evaluating every piece of
software which passes through the classroom
door. This is definitely not a task to be
performed by supervisory personnel over

coffee at the administration building. Only
classroom teachers are aware of the
changing needs, capabilities and limitations
of their students. Only teachers are there to
observe the comments, frustrations and joys
which a particular software program can
generate. The National Survey on
Microcomputers in American Public Schools
(l 983), which was mentioned earlier,
uncovered the overwhelming concern of
teachers for quality software. Current
software was considered to be "dull,
unimaginative, and of questionable
pedagogical soundness." Teachers felt that
many of the programs constituted no more
than electronic flashcards and _workbooks.
This poor quality of "first wave" software is
primarily due to the fact that few of the
programs have learner objectives and
virtually none are subjected to critical field
testing with kids. So, the safest way to
approach the issue is to consider your
classroom an experimental environment and
make a conscious effort to evaluate each
software program using these or similar
questions.
- Is an ability level specified?
- Are learner objectives presented?
- What is the purpose of the program? Is
it to teach, reinforce, motivate?
- How difficult is it to use? Can the
student understand what he is to do
without teacher intervention?
- How long does the program run? Will it
fit into my classroom schedule?
- What is the auditory and visual quality
of the program? Do the graphics and
colors add to the instruction or do they
distract?
Schools should only purchase software on
a trial basis, with time allowed for teachers to
screen the material and return that which is of
poor quality. As long as we continue to
accept substandard software from dealers,
the quality of the offerings will not improve. It
is up to responsible educators, not software
dealers, to set the standQrds for our
instructional materials.

Spanish, and computer. It is our responsibility
as educators to welcome this new technology
into our schools with both enthusiasm and
reason. Willis, Johnson and Dixon (l 983)
warned that most innovations in education
fai I because of "enthusiastic missionaries of
technology who allow their enthusiasm to
overwhelm their sensibilities." We must
proceed cautiously in deciding philosophies,
writing goals and objectives, establishing
curriculum evaluation procedures and
enlisting dedicated teachers to insure the
success of our programs. If computer
education goes the way of progressive
education, we have only ourselves to blame.
Let's take the necessary time and precautions
to be sure that we can all swim before
jumping into the ocean!
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Conclusion
There is no way to avoid the entry of the
computer into public education. Naisbitt
(l 982) says that there will soon be three
required languages in our society: English,
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